The Continuity of Discontinuity: How Young Jews Are Connecting, Creating, and Organizing Their Own Jewish Lives by Ari Y. Kelman & Steven M. Cohen
For more information, please visit www.acbp.net
THE CONTINUITY OF DISCONTINUITY
How Young Jews Are Connecting, Creating, 
and Organizing Their Own Jewish Lives
































































Jeffrey R. Solomon        Roger Bennett
6PAST IS PROLOGUE
On a cold winter evening, a group of young, single Jews in New York gathered together in 
a local community center to figure out a way to increase Jewish pride. In partnership with 
the YMHA, they organized a cultural “ festival” held at a fashionable venue. Countering 
both the popularity of Christmas and the allure of universalism, the group tried to offer an 
alternative to the trends that they understood to be weakening Jewish life in America. The 
festival, which included popular entertainment and a full-scale publicity campaign, was an 
attempt to recreate a form of Jewish culture that would attract a younger generation while 
remaining faithful to its roots. “Jewishness must be whatever its children make it,” wrote one 
of the young organizers.
A single Jewish woman, recognizing the paucity of Jewish educational opportunities in 
Philadelphia and observing the success of non-Jewish institutions, created her own venue for 
study, learning, and literacy. She and her sisters conducted weekly lessons on Jewish texts and 
values in English at a synagogue to a group of children, creating a model that was quickly 
adopted by women in other communities. 
A group of Jewish men, most of whom were in their 20s, gathered together in a New York bar 
one evening to share their misery after failing to be accepted into a local social club. Hoping to 
create a Jewish alternative where they could be Jews without all of the burdensome trappings 
of religious worship and life, they formed their own club, invited “brothers” to join them, and 
created a new form of community “to provide service to their own people and to humanity at 
large.” Outside of the synagogue system, without religious or formal political leadership, the 
club continued to grow, attracting members through its regular meetings, dances, parties, and 
social and political activities.
A group of younger Jews could not figure out how to build a Sukkah. What tools did they need? 
What did a Sukkah look like? How big did it have to be? And where could one go to get the 
leaves and branches needed to cover the roof? Finding no “how-to” manual that reflected their 
cultural perspectives, they set down to create their own “do-it-yourself ” catalog of resources to 
























































































What do these innovative phenomena reveal about the impediments to Jewish engagement in 
conventional terms among younger adult Jews in North America?
What do they find lacking in, or objectionable about, conventional Jewish involvement? 
What does lack of such affiliation say about their Jewish concerns?
How, why, and when do they connect with others to engage in Jewish life and activity?
What organizing principles characterize these start-up initiatives?
How can potential funders and supportive institutions work wisely and effectively to selec-
tively nurture the more interesting, creative, and significant new ventures?
Are conventional institutions ill-suited for this cohort, and, insofar as they are, how can they 






























A SHUL, A TELLER OF TORAH, A RECORD LABEL, AND A SALON
The four sites on which this research is based are as follows:




















































































































































































from Jewish life. The figures below derive from the 2000/0 National Jewish Population Study. 
Of unmarried Jews 2-9 in the United States:
- 22% belong to congregations.
- 5% pay dues to Jewish Community Centers.
- 7% are members of other Jewish organizations.
- 5% contributed $100 or more to their local Jewish federation campaign. 
- 47% of them, if they marry, will marry non-Jews, if past behavior is any guide to 
    the future. 
We may compare those patterns to what may be considered the “gold standard” of 
Jewish affiliation: parents of school-age children (6-7) who were both born Jewish.
- Rates of belonging to congregations reach 82%.
- 38% pay dues to JCCs. 
- 42% belong to other Jewish organizations.






















































FEATURES OF THE NEW JEWISH ORGANIZING




















































































































A NEW AESTHETIC FOR A NEW GENERATION 
Feelings of demographic disenfranchisement give rise to attempts to reclaim spaces and 
experiences that enable them to be Jewish on their own terms. Those involved in these new 






Endemic to endeavors such as JDub is the urge to differentiate participants’ Jewish 
































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































who created them, everyone we interviewed spoke positively about the power and impor-




















Other works, such as Wade Clark Roof ’s Spiritual Marketplace and Robert Wuthnow’s, Growing 







































































































































































Most Jews under 35 choose not to affiliate with synagogues and other established institutions 
in large part because they feel “ demographically disenfranchised,” in that the existing insti-
tutions appeal to, and are heavily shaped by, in-married parents of school-age children. 
Their lack of affiliation cannot be taken automatically as evidence of a lack of engagement in 
Jewish life, as many do, in fact, care deeply about being Jewish. Hence, it is fair to say that 
many are, “ institutionally unaffiliated, but Jewishly engaged.”
Young adults maintain some very critical views of established Jewish institutions. They see 
them, at times, as overly bounded, socially exclusionary, normatively coercive, culturally 
bland, and institutionally focused in their governance, ethos, and programs. In contrast, 




They approach prevailing Jewish life—the culture and institutions of their childhood and 
adolescent years—with iconoclasm and irony. They maintain a contemporaneous aesthetic, 
and establish other cultural markers to differentiate their ways of being Jewish from those 
associated with their parents’ and grandparents’ generations, preferring older and alternative 
points of identification through nostalgic archaeology and musical choices. 
They cross social and cultural boundaries that divide Jews from non-Jews, Jews from each 
other, Jewish space from other space, and Jewish culture from other cultures. By striving for social 
diversity in their constituencies, they seek to effect a more inclusive stance toward the world.
They view their primary objective as strengthening Jewish social networks and creating 
communities that deliver personal meaning, not selling cultural products. The latter are the 
means to achieve the former.
Rather than seeking to create comprehensive communities that aspire to being the exclusive 
locus of Jewish engagement, they see their endeavors as collaborative communities, one of the 
many ways in which participants and constituents will Jewishly connect. Their leaders and 
organizations make only limited normative demands, affirming constituents’ freedom of 
individual choice and autonomy.
They provide for meaningful individual experiences, and allow for individual expressions of 
Jewish engagement, emphasizing the power of the social experience, dialogue, and conversation.
4
They are performance-oriented, blurring the lines between education, engagement, and 
entertainment. 
They cite individualist impulses as the genesis of community engagement, in effect 
answering the question, “How can people with such a strong individualist bent be engaged in 
a common effort to create Jewish connection and build Jewish community?”
These nascent organizations are led by highly trained, motivated, generally overworked and 
under-paid creative leaders, whose relative lack of visibility in organized Jewish life and 








































































Philanthropies. His books include The Jew Within (with Arnold Eisen), Two Worlds of Judaism 
(with Charles Liebman), Cosmopolitans and Parochials (with Samuel Heilman), American 
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